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Chapter 7: Cosmetics 


It was my day off. 

I left my bedhead ungroomed and opened my laptop to 
check my emails, when an online advertisement suddenly 
popped into view. 

"Good news for all you makeup obsessed high school 
girls out there! All of our cosmetics are now up to 70% off!" 

I thought it was a really broad ad, but at the same time, 
it suddenly brought a question to mind. 

“Huh? High school girls use makeup...?" 

"Huh?" 

Sayu, who was wiping the table clean, turned to me. I 
must have said what I was thinking out loud. 

"Uh, nothing, sorry. It's just this ad says 'good news for 
all you makeup obsessed high school girls out there'." 

"Ohhh... Hmm, I guess lots of high school girls do wear 
makeup nowadays." 

"Really...? Do they...?" 

Thinking back on it, makeup was banned at my high 
school. Despite that, I remember some of the so-called 
“trendy girls" coming to school with makeup and getting 


reprimanded by our teaching advisors. Even so, these few 


bold students were the minority, so I never got the sense 
that it was the norm for schoolgirls to wear makeup. I 
didn't know whether times had changed, or if my school 
was just that strict, but either way, something seemed off 
about this ad. 

“What about you?" 

“What about me?" 

"Do you wear makeup? I haven't seen you wear any 
since you moved here." 

I heard Sayu say ummm in response, cocking her head 
with a puzzled expression on her face. 

"I've worn it before, but only when I felt like it." 

“You did?" 

"Just a little." 

Well, I wasn't surprised. Sayu doesn't seem like the 
type to look good in heavy make-up... Since she was 
naturally attractive, a bit of light makeup would be more 
than enough. In fact, as a guy, I'd think Sayu looked fine 
without it. 

",..50 you left all that stuff behind?" 

This question slipped out of my lips, and Sayu tilted her 
head once more. 

“All that stuff'?" 


“Your makeup. You aren't using any here." 


"Ohhh... Yeah, I think I left it all behind." 

"Isn't that inconvenient for you?" 

"Inconvenient...? I usually spend the whole day at 
home. What would I need makeup for?" 

"Well, I guess you have a point..." 

I wondered if it had been stressful for her to stop doing 
something that had been part of her regular life for so long. 

I looked back at the advertisement page and read some 
of the information. My eyes were drawn to one particular 
section. 

"Skin lotion..." 

"What?" 

"Skin lotion. Were you ever using it?" 

Written in large letters was the strapline, 'skincare is 
important before makeup!'. Honestly, I knew next to 
nothing about these kinds of products, but I remembered 
Hashimoto telling me he used skin lotion every night before 
going to bed because his skin dried out so easily. If skincare 
was something that even men paid attention to, it shouldn't 
have come as a surprise that high school girls in their 
prime of youth would find it important. 

Sayu let her gaze wander away from mine. It looked 
like I'd hit the nail on the head with my assumption. 

"Well?" 


"I-I mean... I did, but..." 

"Frequently?" 

"...just before bed." 

"T see." 

I scratched my head, closed the advertisement page, 
and then shut my laptop as well. 

"Okay. Wanna go?" 

"Huh? Where?" 

I gave Sayu's dumbfounded look a sidelong glance as I 
ran a hand through my bed hair and headed toward the 
bathroom. 

I stood in front of the mirror, pulling a comb roughly 
through the tangled mess atop my head, and I gave her the 
proposition. 

"Shopping, for skin lotion." 

"Huh?" 

oK 

We made our way toward the back of the first floor of 
the station-front department store, where the cosmetics 
counters were. This was probably the first time in my entire 
life that I've been to this section. 

"And you're the one who never wants to do stuff 


because you'll look like my sugar daddy." 


Sayu pouts her mouth in anger, as if she'd never agreed 
to being dragged along here. 

"Hey, the skin lotion's that way. C'mon." 

I pointed to the floor sign hanging from the ceiling. 
Sayu cast a glance my way, clearly wanting to say 
something, but instead let out a small sigh as we headed 
toward the cosmetics counters. 

I took my time, walking a few paces behind Sayu, and 
let my gaze wander around the sales floor. 

There were gaudy bottles of various shapes and sizes 
on the shelf, and posters of famous actresses on the walls. 
So many of the things I was seeing were completely foreign 
to me. I'd never once imagined the day would come when 
I'd find myself in this kind of place. 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

Sayu timidly ushered me over and kept glancing my 
way as I caught up with her and stood by her side. 

"What is it?" 

"Just... Here's the skin lotion..." 

"I know. Pick the one you like." 

"I don't really need any, though... It's not like I'd die 
without it." 

“Then why'd we come all the way here? We came here 
to buy this!" 


"But I just felt like you were forcing me to come along 
with you..." 

She was right. I couldn't deny that I'd half-coerced her 
into coming along. 

“Don't worry. Just pick the one you like. I told you I'd 
buy this for you, so just be spoiled." 

I told her, brushing off her disapproving looks. She 
shifted her glare to the products on the shelves. 

I watched her expression from the side and thought to 
myself. 

Sayu's not my child nor some girl related to me. I didn't 
have any real duty to watch over her, so it might have been 
presumptuous and impertinent for me to consider these 
things. Still, I couldn't help but worry about her. 

Sayu had plenty of spare time, but she probably had 
nothing to do. Although she spent the daytime doing 
housework, her evenings still weren't accounted for. 

It would have been fine if I had a TV at home, but I've 
never been much of a TV watcher, even as a child, so I 
never bothered to buy one when I started living alone. 

This whole makeup situation had been triggered by an 
online ad that I'd come across by chance, but it'd still made 
me want to provide her with an environment where she 


was free to enjoy the things she used to do. 


Ever since I'd bought her the futon and those clothes, 
I'd noticed that Sayu was very resistant to me buying 
things for her. I always assured her it was fine, so it'd be 
nice if I could just indulge her, but I rarely got the chance. 

Even if I gave Sayu money and told her to go and buy 
something with it, I can imagine her returning empty- 
handed, telling me there wasn't anything she liked, or some 
other excuse. I can also imagine her bringing back 
something that was clearly far too cheap. That's why, on 
this day, I'd gone out of my way to go along with her. 

"Mr. Yoshida, you..." 

Sayu muttered and then paused, not lifting her gaze 
from the products on the shelves. Her hair was covering 
her eyes, so I couldn't read her expression. 

"What is it?" 

Considering she'd been the one to call my name, Sayu 
had an uncharacteristic lack of response, so I asked her 
again. Her shoulders twitched as she looked up. 

"Um..." 

With that small murmur, Sayu suddenly looked up at 
me, and smiled. 

“What kind of smell do you like, Mr. Yoshida?" 

"Huh? Smell?" 


Her unusually bright smile and sudden question had me 
perplexed. From the tone of her voice that she first called 
my name, it didn't seem like she was trying to ask me this. 

"Smell, huh... Nothing comes to mind." 

“Then what smell do you hate?" 

“Why're you asking?" 


"It's just...,". Sayu whispered quietly in response, 
averting her gaze. 

"I don't wanna use something that has a smell that you 
hate, Mr. Yoshida. If we can find something you like 
instead, that'd...be better." 

"Huh..." 

I let out a sigh. 

"You're overthinking this." 

"I've got to consider your opinion! You're the one 
buying it for me! And I don't want it to make you feel 
uncomfortable!" 

"There aren't really any smells I hate. Just pick 
whatever you like." 

“Nuh-uh. There must be something! Everyone has at 
least one smell they can't stand!" 

I found myself wondering how she can be so sure, but 
in the face of her insistence, I put on a performative 


moment of reflection. 


“Hmmm... A smell I hate..." 

Something came to mind. 

“Raw garbage?" 

Sayu sputtered a laugh. 

“There's no such thing as raw garbage-scented lotion." 
“Okay then. The smell of my own armpit sweat?" 
"Ahaha! Stop! Stop!" 

Sayu laughed amusedly and shook her head. 

“That's not what I meant. Some kinda...fragrance." 

"I don't know what you mean by 'fragrance’." 

"Oh, on the train! Like on the train!" 

"On the train?" 

She nods in reply, then raises an index finger. 

“You know when you're packed in on a crowded train, 
and you smell someone else's perfume? Have any of them 
made you go 'ew'?" 

",..Yeah." 

The fact that she'd described a specific scene reminded 
me of a few times on my way to work when I'd experienced 
that kind of smell. 

"An old man's cologne. That kinda scent's pretty bad." 

"Ahhh... I know what you mean. I get it, but...1 doubt 


any of these lotions have a strong smell like cologne." 


Sayu took a couple bottles from the shelf and scanned 
the ingredients. 


"This one..." and "Doesn't have much of a smell..." are 
the only quiet words she offered as she turned around a 
number of bottles. She'd obviously done this before. I let 
out a small sigh. 

"I knew it." 

She must've made these sorts of careful decisions all 
the time back in her hometown. She must have been 
holding out for months to get the chance to play this game 
again. Of course, as she'd said, it wasn't something she'd 
‘die without', but at least she could take some small amount 
of pleasure from the experience now that she had the 
luxury to do so. 

Still, whenever I thought about Sayu, I ended up 
pondering on the same thing. 

A single, pointed question. 

What on earth had made her, the most ordinary high 
school girl imaginable, run away from home, throw away 
her past, and choose to sacrifice all but the most basic 
survival? 

As I stood there wondering, Sayu suddenly turned to 
face me. 

"Mr. Yoshida. What fruit do you like?" 


"Uh, well..." 

The question caught me off-guard, as I was deep in 
thought. As she looked at my reaction, Sayu tilted her head 
at me. 

“What's up?" 

"No, nothing. Fruit, huh... To be honest, I haven't eaten 
much of them lately." 

"Huh... Did you have a favorite when you were a kid, 
then?" 

“When I was a kid..." 

I thought back absent-mindedly. I recalled my parents 
not being the type to eat much fruit either. At least, fruit 
definitely wasn't served as a snack or a dessert at my 
house. 

But then, I suddenly remembered something. 

"It always makes me crave some when the kotatsu 
comes out..." 

In winter time, my mother used to say this every year. 

“Mandarin... I love mandarins." 

“Mandarins, I see." 

Sayu nodded a bunch of times, smiling. 

"Did you have a kotatsu at home?" 

"I did." 


I gave her a half-smile, and she snickered in reply. 


"So I'll choose a citrus type..." 

She hummed to herself as she picked a small bottle 
from the shelf. 

"Okay, an orange scent." 

"Huh...?" 

“Don't 'huh' me." 

Sayu looks clearly offended. 

"No, I just thought you should pick something you like." 

"IT wanna get something that you like, Mr. Yoshida." 

"I told ya, as long as it's not a cologne, I'm fine with it." 

Clearly displeased with my response, Sayu gives an 
unabashed scowl. Then, she suddenly froze as if she'd just 
come up with an idea. She looked up at me slightly. 

"Wha-... Whoa!" 

My question was interrupted as Sayu abruptly buried 
herself in my chest. 

“Wha-what're you doing?!" 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

She grinned mischievously, looking into my eyes. 

“Would it make your heart race if I smelled like 
oranges...?" 

"Wh—" 


I was immediately lost for words. 


Her body was slim and delicate. Her chest, on the other 
hand, was large for a high school girl, and her small 
physique made it stand out even more. I felt like all my 
senses were heightened, and Sayu's body felt unnaturally 
soft. 

Goosebumps spread over my body, making me shudder, 
and I frantically distanced myself from Sayu. 

"No, I won't..." 

"Ahaha. Fine." 

She showed me a smile to let me know she'd only been 
joking. 

"You're really innocent for an adult, Mr. Yoshida." 

"Shut up." 

Her irritating teasing made me scowl, to which Sayu 
simply cackled. 

Her smile suddenly slipped away, and she prodded me 
in the chest with her elbow. 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

"Hm?" 

"... Thanks." 

Sayu said to me quietly, then handed over the tiny 
bottle she'd picked up a moment earlier. 


"Sure. Just this?" 


"Yeah. This is enough for me. You only use a little drop 
of it at a time, anyway." 

"Really. How about makeup?" 

I asked, but Sayu forced a smile and pouted playfully. 

“You really wanna see me in makeup that bad?" 

"Why would I?" 

"I don't need any, then." 

She retorted with a smirk, sounding unconcerned. 

"IT don't need to wear makeup in front of someone I can 
relax with." 

",.. That's how it is, huh?" 

I took the bottle of skin lotion from Sayu's hand and 
headed for the register. 

"That'll be 1,578 yen, please." 

I jolt with a start at the store clerk's chipper request. 

This lotion was pretty pricey... Still in shock, I pulled 
two bills from my wallet. 

“Being a high school girl must be tough, huh." 

I whispered to Sayu, who giggled and then replied, 
"That's right." 

These words sounded completely out of place, as if she 
thinks she's no longer a high school girl. I almost blurted 
out, "Just because I'm not going to school doesn't mean I'm 


not a high school girl anymore," but I didn't. 


"We came all the way here. I guess we can get 
something more." 

I took the receipt and forced the bag containing the 
skin lotion onto Sayu, who looked suspicious. 

"Something more?" 

I forced a smile at her question. She'd clearly asked it 
to find out whether I was planning on buying her more 
stuff. I shrugged my shoulders. 

“Yeah, something else." 

I said casually, and started walking in search of an 
escalator to the next floor. 

“You gonna stay there?" 

"Wai—... Hold on!" 

Sayu chased after me in a panic. 

Maybe we could find something to help her kill time at 
home? 

As I walked along and pondered on this thought, I was 
beginning to feel that this was more fun than shopping 
alone. 

I peeked at Sayu, who tilted her head curiously when 
she realized that I was looking at her. 

"What?" 


“Nothing... Never mind." 


This is just me, but I couldn't help feel that, ever since 
Sayu had moved in, I'd started enjoying the things I used to 
do on my own a little more. 

I was a man of few, if any, hobbies. I'd spend my days 
off sleeping and aimlessly browsing the web, or I'd go to 
the sports gym I was a member of to exercise whenever I 
felt like it. That was about it. As a result, I only had to shop 
for the bare minimum—food and clothes. That being the 
case, I'd almost never once set foot in the department store 
at the station I use until now, and had I ever, I would've 
robotically bought my simple necessities and left. 

This was the first time in a while that I decided to take 
my time to shop. 

And it was all thanks to Sayu. 

On top of that, the biggest change was the way I'd felt 
on my way home from work. 

Until Sayu came, I always spent that time thinking 
about what work I'd completed that day, and what I would 
need to make progress with on the day after. Home was 
simply a place to bathe and sleep. I never really thought of 
hurrying home. 

But recently, I'd go home wondering if Sayu had any 
problems while I'd been at work, or if she'd gone 


somewhere on her own. Inevitably, I'd finish as soon as my 


shift was over, catch the earliest train, and hustle home 
from the nearest station. 

Sayu had become that important to me. 

I know she was a complete stranger who randomly 
showed up at my house, but I couldn't just let go of her in 
my mind. 

I didn't know whether it was because she was a high 
school girl, because I felt sorry for her, or for some other 
reason, but I just... 

"Mr. Yoshida?" 

My shoulders lurched in surprise as she suddenly 
called out my name. 

"Y-yeah... What's up?" 

"I should be the one asking you that. You're scowling." 

“Huh? Oh right..." 

I tended to furrow my brow whenever I got lost in 
thought. 

"Sorry. I was just thinking." 

"About what?" 

“Don't worry about it." 

I put on a less-than-convincing foolish expression, and 
Sayu matched it with her own awkward smile and nodded. 


Yes. That was the face. 


Sayu changed her expression all the time. The majority 
of the faces she pulled seemed improvised and made me 
feel strangely uncomfortable. 

Even so, when Sayu smiled, I couldn't help but think 
whether it came from deep within her heart. 

"Sayu." 

"Hm?" 

I looked over at her as I stepped onto the escalator that 
went to the second floor. She looked back at me with her 
big, round eyes as she joined me. 

“You can rely on..." 

The words wouldn't come out right. 

You can rely on me a bit more. 

I think that's what I wanted to tell her. 

However, when I thought about how meaningless those 
words were, it made me feel stupid. 

"No, it's nothing..." 

"Huh?" 

"I forgot what I wanted to tell you." 

“Huh? Whaddya mean?" 

If she doesn't rely on me, that would mean she didn't 
trust me enough to do so, and didn't feel that I was a 


person she could depend on. 


No matter what I said in that situation, it wouldn't 
mean anything. It'd just put Sayu on the spot. 

It was nothing to freak out about. I decided that I 
should communicate little by little and wait for her to 
gradually open her heart to me. 

“Hey, Mr. Yoshida." 

As the escalator reached the top, and we arrived at the 
second floor, Sayu opened her mouth to speak. 

"Hm?" 

"It's... Um..." 

Sayu looked at me, then quickly averted her gaze and 
fumbled on her words. It looked like she was finding them 
hard to get out. 

"What is it?" 

I asked again. She blushed slightly, and then, she said 
it. 

"T-it's just... I'm ever so slightly hungry." 

She caught me so off-guard that I was momentarily 
stunned silent. Still, it wasn't long before I found it funny 
and burst with laughter. 

"Why are you being so polite?" 

"I dunno, I just..." 

"So you're hungry, huh? What do you wanna eat?" 


I held back a laugh as I set foot on the escalator. 


"There should be lots of restaurants on the upper floor." 

"Y-yeah..." 

Sayu looked somewhat relieved and followed after me. 

The hilarity of the situation slowly subsided, and a 
breath soon escaped from my nose. 

Sayu's eyes were fixed on me as she tried hard to work 
out what I'd stopped myself from saying. On top of that, she 
gave me the greatest show of concession. 

"Y'know, you always cook for me. I'll let you pick 
whatever you wanna eat, since we're out." 

Sayu gave a sheepish grin in response and nodded 
emphatically. 

"Okay... That's fine sometimes, I guess." 

It looked like this was the ritual she had to go through 
to get herself to agree to things. It was sort of cute. 

I loved it when she smiled like this. I honestly wished I 
could see her smiling and laughing more. 

“What should we eat?" 

"Something we can't have at home... Omelet rice?" 

“We can make omelet rice at home." 

“You can only get the ones with the fluffy eggs at the 
restaurant! !" 


"T-I see..." 


As we continued our senseless conversation on the way 
to the food court, I felt like any vague sense of uneasiness I 
had felt towards her was wiped away. 

At the same time, the self-pity I felt from having a 
young girl be very considerate of me was more than a little 


annoying. 


"It's so heavyyy..." 

"C'mon, we're almost there." 

Covered in sweat, I unlocked the door at the entrance 
to our place and let Sayu go in first. She'd had both her 
hands full with plastic bags. 

“Hah, what a load... I-I thought I was gonna die!" 

"Don't die over something like that... And go inside 
already. My stuff's heavy too, ya know!" 

“You reap what you sow.. Oof!" 

Complaints continue to spill out as Sayu once again 
lifted her plastic bag to enter into the living room, while I 
take off my shoes and follow in. 

On my shoulder I had slung a paper bundle full of 
comic books, light novels, and other assorted reading 
material. The straps of the paper bundle were too thin, and 


they painfully cut into the flesh of my shoulders. 


This had to be the first time I'd bought enough stuff at 
the bookstore to require a paper bag. 

"Do you really have time to read all of this? You only 
have time for dinner and a bath before you head straight to 
bed on weekdays." 

"I have my weekends to read them, you know?" 

After eating the somewhat expensive omelet rice at the 
restaurant, we wandered around the department store until 
we noticed a bookstore, where we stopped by and bought 
all of these books. 

At one point, I'd regularly read weekly comic books on 
my way to work. However, I found out that it was rather 
difficult to read on the packed trains, and after a month of 
toughing it out, I just gave up. I'd spotted a series that I'd 
enjoyed back then at the bookstore, and it seemed like 
they'd managed to keep the story going all this time, so I 
ended up putting the entire series in our shopping cart. 
We'd gone all the way there, after all. I might regret it if I 
left them behind. 

That was what I wanted her to think, at least. I did 
want to read the series again, but I thought it might be 
good for Sayu to have some reading material within easy 
reach when she got bored around the house. For that 


reason, I also picked up some novels that were advertised 


as being 'popular among young people’, as well as a little 
too conveniently-placed essay titled, "Why I Ran Away from 


Home," written by a female author who spent her school 
years running away from her family. 

If I'd told Sayu that I'd buy it for her, she would have 
declined, so I bought it under the pretense that I wanted it 
for myself, thinking I'd just leave it around my place. Those 
were my reasons for buying these books, but as it turned 
out, books are quite heavy in large quantities. The 
surprising heft left me drenched in sweat. 

"Hey... I just thought of something." 

The plastic bag Sayu was holding contained a massive 
amount of groceries. 

“Wouldn't it be nice to eat something a little fancier at 
home?" 

I'd started to make a casual suggestion, but I knew 
Sayu would undoubtedly be evasive if I asked her what she 
wanted to eat. Instead, I'd opted to cite my own food 
desires. 

We went to buy every single ingredient we'd needed to 
make them and ended up with a large quantity of food. 

"I wonder if the fridge is big enough for all of that...?" 

"Oh." 

I hadn't thought that far ahead. 


I was a single man, living on his own, who could never 
even be bothered to cook for himself. It goes without saying 
that my fridge was on the smaller side. The layout of my 
place itself didn't allow for anything too large in the first 
place, so regardless of whether I cooked for myself or not, 
my appliances had to be small by necessity. 

I frantically threw the fridge doors open. Next, I looked 
at the plastic bag Sayu had put down next to her 
comparing sizes. 

"...Well, if we shove it in, it'll fit." 

"Ahaha! Okay. Let's do it." 

Sayu cackled, bringing the grocery bag over to the 
fridge. 

"I guess I'll prepare some dishes for later in the week 
today. Here, how about bitter melon stir-fry? We can toss it 
in some Tupperware, and that'll free up some space." 

Sayu began speedily shoving the contents of the 
grocery bag into the fridge. I could tell from how efficiently 
she worked that my slower pace would be more of a 
hindrance than a help, so I quickly retired into the living 
room. 

I started taking the comics and novels out of the paper 


bag I'd left in the living room and stacked them next to my 


bed. I didn't usually read books, so I had no bookshelf to 
put them in. 

“Comics and books..." 

My voice was loud enough that Sayu closed the fridge 
door for a moment and looked over at me. 

"Hm?" 

"Feel free to read whatever you like if you have some 
free time during the day." 

Sayu's eyes flickered, and she gazed into the distance. 
She looked down slightly, and a smile crept onto her face. It 
was as if she'd remembered something funny. 

"Okay. If I have time, I'll give them a read." 

"Good. Oh, but don't you dare spoil anything I haven't 
read yet!" 

"IT won't!" 

Sayu chuckled, before picking up the plastic bag again. 
I thought she was going to carry on putting the items in the 
fridge, but she just stood there, frozen, bag in hand. 

“Hm? What's wrong?" 

I called out to Sayu, but she'd stopped moving. The bag 
she'd picked up was in the hallway, so she was still facing 
that direction. I couldn't see her expression from where I 
was Standing. 


"Mr. Yoshida... Why are you..." 


She began to speak, but her words trailed off. 

"Why am I...?" 

I ask her expectantly, prompting her to continue, and 
she turned her face towards me. She gave me a soft smile. 

"It's nothing. Never mind." 

"Hey, c'mon! I wanna know!" 

"Nah, it's nothing, really. Forget it." 

"YOu..." 

I was about to hound her, but Sayu just let out a big 
chuckle and opened the fridge once more. She started 
filling the fridge with groceries. 

For some reason, I felt incredibly furious. 

Was it because the conversation had just kind of trailed 
off? No, that might have been part of it, but what bothered 
me most was that 'smile' she gave me. 

There was nothing worth smiling about, but she smiled 
anyway. She had smiled for a purpose. 

I'd come across countless numbers of adults who fake 
smiles. Whether it be business or socializing, smiling is an 
incredibly crucial component. There's nothing wrong with 
using it to your advantage. On the other hand, the absence 
of this ability (something that I, myself suffered with) could 


cause a lot of issues. 


However, it was a bit hard to stomach seeing a girl 
who's still only in high school to be using such guiles. 

Teenagers should wear innocent smiles. If they don't 
feel like smiling, there is absolutely no reason for them to 
do so. 

"Don't ever fake a smile like that." 

The words came out of my mouth before I'd thought it 
through. 

Sayu flinched and froze again. 

"Only smile when you feel like it. Don't think I just want 
you smiling all the time." 

As I kept speaking, Sayu's face slowly turned towards 
me. Her expression fell between shock and confusion. I 
knew I might have been stressing her out, but the words 
didn't stop going out. 

"Listen, I don't want you awkwardly worrying about 
how you should act around me. This may not be your home, 
but..." 

Whatever her case may be, until she came to terms 
with whatever was troubling her, she wasn't going to go 
back to her real home. And of course, I won't throw her 
out. 

"At least know that it's okay for you to stay here. As 


long as you keep your promise to me, you can do whatever 


you like. So...y'know. There's no need to fake a smile to 
keep things smooth." 

I finished speaking, and Sayu's gaze drifted a little. She 
let out a discouraged sigh, looking upset. Then, she gave 
me a few little nods. 

"O-... Okay. I'm sorry." 

Sayu replied and stared at me. 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

"What?" 

"Before, I... I was gonna ask you, 'Why are you so 
kind?" 

The corners of her mouth curled up as she said this. 
Then, she let out a long sigh. 

"But I realized it was a pointless question, so I 
stopped." 

"'Pointless'?" 

"Mr. Yoshida. If I asked you now, would you be able to 
answer?" 

She'd answered my question with another question. I 
was at a loss for words. 

"Nah... I don't even think I'm that kind in the first 
place." 

"Right? That's what I thought." 


Sayu cut off her remark there and grinned. 


This time, her smile looked much more natural. This 
must have been her genuine smile. 

"I figured you must be kind for no reason in particular. 
That's why I thought asking would do no good." 

"Nah. I'm really not." 

"Yes, you are. You're kinder than anyone I've ever met 
before." 

She said resolutely and marched over to stand beside 
me. Then, she took a seat. 

"That's why, if you tell me to stop, I will." 

"...You'll stop what?" 

My question brought a sour look onto Sayu's face, and 
she prodded me in my side. 

"I'll stop what you told me to. 'Awkwardly worrying 
about how I should act' and ‘faking smiles to keep things 
smooth'." 

"Oh..." 

"I'll never fret over you again, and I'll stop forcing 
myself to smile. Happy now...?" 

Her gaze was fixed on me as she asked me this. Our 
height difference forced her to look up at me slightly, 
making my heart flutter. 

“That'd be great." 


I answered, looking away, and she nodded clumsily 
beside me. 

"But...my smiles... I probably fake them out of habit. I'll 
try to..." 

"It's fine. I understand." 

I nodded back at her, still feeling her gaze piercing into 
the side of my face. She had the ability to change 
expressions on her face instantaneously. It went without 
saying that she hadn't just developed that skill overnight. 

She must have picked it up out of necessity. Thinking 
about the circumstances she'd been in caused anger to well 
up within me once again. 

"No one can just change their habits overnight. Take 
your time." 

",..you really are kind." 

"And hey, I know I've said it before, but have some 
standards..." 

"No. This is something I know is true." 

Sayu interjected before I had the chance to finish. 
Then, she placed her hand on mine. 

"It's not easy to accept people for who they are, either. 
I don't think anyone's accepted me like this before. Mr. 
Yoshida... You're kind." 


I felt like these words carried a hint of importance, and 
although it didn't feel right hearing somebody call me 
‘kind', I didn't have the strength to argue back. 

"Um... It's hard to say this, but..." 

Sayu kept her hand on mine as she continued to speak. 

"I've always told myself that I won't cause trouble for 
you, but I think just letting me stay here is already a big 
inconvenience for you." 

“Haha. You're not wrong there." 

A snort of laughter came out of my nose, and Sayu soon 
joined me, giggling. 

"I'm gonna stop thinking about it like that. From now 
on..." 

She paused mid-sentence to squeeze my hand. 

"I'm kinda hoping someday you'll think...that you're 
glad I showed up." 

I couldn't help but laugh at that statement. Out of the 
corner of my eye, I saw Sayu, who was sitting behind me, 
tense up. 

"Wh-what? Did I say something weird?" 

"No, it wasn't weird. It's just..." 

She's not easily shaken, I thought to myself. 

I wished she could be more selfish and self-centered. If 


only she was, she wouldn't feel so compelled to return any 


favors. 

"You're pretty kind too, for the most part." 

"Oh? Huh... In what way?" 

"Like I'd tell you." 

"Wh-... Why not?" 

Sayu made a show of acting offended by my reply. 
There was something childishly sweet about this side of 
her, too. I found myself unable to hold back a smile and 
gave a firm pat on Sayu's shoulder. 

"Okay, better keep at that housework from now on. I'm 
expecting big things from your cooking." 

She stared at me blankly for a moment, before flashing 
me a shy grin. 

"Mm-hm. You better be ready." 

The smile on Sayu's face had a light-hearted air to it, 
appropriate for someone her age. It looked so natural on 
her. 

I wanted her to keep that expression forever. This 
thought though, must have been selfish on my part. 

Still, I couldn't help it. 


Sayu's natural smile was just that charming. 





Chapter 8: Mishima Yuzuha 


"Mishima! !" 

Seated beside me, Hashimoto jerked his shoulders at 
the sound of my yell, and the entire office went immediately 
quiet, a few members glancing our way. 

The target of my outburst slowly turned her head my 
way and tilted it curiously. 

"Yes? What is it?" 

"Don't you 'what is it' me!!" 

I stood up and made my way toward Mishima. The 
onlooking members of staff gave me a look, as if to say 'not 
this again', before returning to their work. 

I gritted my teeth against her blank stare and raised 
my voice again. 

“How many times do I have to tell you to double-check 
your files before submitting them!" 

"I did!" 

"It'll only be delivered if the system is functioning 
properly after checking. You understand that, right?" 

"T guess so." 

“What do you mean, 'I guess so'?! We can't sell our 


product with the messed-up code you've written!" 


After I'd made this clear, Mishima finally realized that 
she'd made a mistake, and she was being confronted about 
it. 

Her mouth fell open in surprise, and then she started to 
speak. 

"Uh, really? That's pretty bad, isn't it?" 

"Yeah, it is, and it's your screw-up!" 

"What should I do about it?" 

"Fix it. Today." 

"I can't get it done today!" 

I felt like I was going to burst a blood vessel. 

Why did HR employ this mess of a person? She had no 
skills and no sense of responsibility. Honestly speaking, she 
wasn't even worth the effort. 

"The deadline's tomorrow, so you gotta get it done 
today. It's your ass on the line, and I'm the only one 
supporting it." 

Mishima raised her eyebrows in surprise. 

",..1f I don't get it done today, are you gonna get fired, 
Yoshida-sempai?" 

"Huh? Of course I won't get fired. It's just..." 

I ran my hand along my chin. 

"I might get taken off the project. If that happens, I 


probably won't be your trainer." 


It would be the blessing of a lifetime to have someone 
else train Mishima, but this project was one that I'd gotten 
tons of others in the office involved in. There's no way I 
could be kicked off the team halfway through. 

"Oh? Do you mean I won't be your trainee anymore, 
Yoshida-sempai?" 

"If you can't get this fixed today, that's very likely." 

Upon hearing so, Mishima's normally unbreakable, 
smiling expression suddenly turned serious. 

"Alright. I'm on it." 

"Uh, hey..." 

She turned on her heel and headed straight for her 
seat. 

Compared to her usual, leisurely pace at the office, she 
was practically running. 

"What's her deal...?" 

I was usually very blunt and stern with Mishima, so I 
assumed she'd prefer to have someone else train her. 

And yet, the moment I'd mentioned that this was a 
possibility, she seemed shaken. 

Well, as long as she was taking her work seriously, that 
was all that really mattered. I nodded and went back to my 
seat. 


“More trouble again?" 


"The system basics I set up for her have become an 
entirely different beast." 

“That Mishima-chan's something else." 

Hashimoto teased me as if it didn't concern him at all. 

He never took his eyes off his monitor as he spoke. It 
looked like he had a pile of work to get on with—not just his 
own tasks, but the stuff I'd dumped on him, too. 

"Still, it looks like she's started to get serious about her 
work all of a sudden." 

“The way you can keep an eye on what everyone else is 
doing while working at the same time is beyond me." 

"I've always got one eye on the computer and the other 
taking stock of the office. That way, if one of the managers I 
hate is around the corner, I can sneak off to the toilet in a 
flash." 

"You really are too smart for your own good." 

It was true, though. The only times Hashimoto wasn't 
around were when the boss had caught me, weren't they? I 
should practice distractedly keeping an eye on the 
happenings in the office, too. 

I looked over at Mishima as I opened the programming 
tool. 

Instead of the usual, lazy Mishima I expected to see, 


head lolling, lounging in her chair, and clearly not focusing, 


she appeared quite serious today. 

",..What's gotten into her?" 

I mumbled and returned to my work. 

It was great that she was finally taking her work 
seriously, but she didn't really have the knack for the job in 
the first place. 

I expected nothing she'd submit would be of any use, so 
I had to get all of my work finished beforehand. 

I let out a small sigh and set my fingers to typing. 

oK 

“Heh-heh! Good work!" 

"Yeah..." 

We were at a lively, flat-fee bar. Mishima shoved her 
glass into mine to say cheers. 

I'm not quite sure why, but having finished our work, I 
had come out to drink with Mishima. 

She tipped her glass filled with Cassis Orange cocktail 
towards her lips and took a gulp. I took a swig of my 
draught beer. My throat clenches down the mouthful, and I 
feel a refreshing sensation from within, as if it's going 
straight to stimulate my brain. 

"Ahh. I'm so glad we delivered that project." 

"No kidding." 


I gave her a bitter smile, took another mouthful of beer, 


and quickly gulped it down. 


Some hours earlier... 

Surprisingly, Mishima turned in a completely flawless 
data set. 

I thought it would take her until evening to make the 
corrections, and I wasn't expecting anything remotely 
usable while I waited, so I just stared in wonder when it 
finally arrived. 

Thanks to Mishima submitting her edits early, I was 
able to focus entirely on my work and easily finish on time. 

It was then that Mishima suddenly popped the 
question. 

"How about we go for drinks, Yoshida-sempai?" 

A drinks invite was the last thing I expected from the 
subordinate I'd spent most days scolding. 

For a moment, I worried about what Sayu would have 
for dinner, but I knew she'd probably be able to cook 
something up for herself. There was emergency money at 
home for her, as well. 

Well, once in a while wouldn't hurt, I assured myself. I 


nodded in affirmation at Mishima's suggestion. 


"Anyway, if that's how much work you can get done 
when you put your mind to it, then you should do that all 
the time!" 

“Hurnh!" 

I told Mishima, just as she was stuffing her mouth with 
grilled chicken. 

"Buh I don' yujully gno wha—" 

"Hey, c'mon, finish your food before you talk!" 

Mishima began furiously chewing on the chicken 
skewer. 

I felt slightly drunk from the alcohol as I watched her 
whole-hearted battle with the mouthful of food. 

She had nearly shoulder-length, chestnut-brown hair 
that curled slightly inward toward her face. Her eyes are 
bright and wide, and she had a small, delicately-shaped 
mouth and nose. To put it simply, she had a very 'cute' 
appearance. 

Whenever her name would come up among the higher- 
ups during drinking parties, her appearance always 
received high praise from the 'old geezers' at the table. 
That cuteness had undoubtedly helped her get into the 
company in the first place. 

Surprisingly, in a batch of new graduates with similar 


skill levels, it's often the best-looking ones that get the job. 


The old guys at the company must just want some eye 
candy. 

"Wh-what is it?" 

Mishima had managed to finish chewing her food while 
I was staring at her, and she was now looking at me 
worriedly as she played with her hair. 

"Oh, sorry." 

Now that I thought about it, it must've been hard to 
relax with me staring right at her as she ate. 

"I was just thinking how much more popular you'd be if 
you were better at your work." 

“Huh, really?" 

Mishima slightly slurred her words. 

"I think most people at work prefer incompetent 
women." 

"Whah?" 

"Mishima giggled at the scowl forming on my face. 

"It's true! Trust me! I mean, you're the only one who 
ever scolds me for messing up, Yoshida-sempai!" 

"For real? What about the other old geezers? Don't they 
say anything to you?" 

Mishima scrunched her face up in response to my 


question and put on an uncharacteristically husky voice. 


"Can't be helped. Leave it to me.' And then he puts on 
this hot-guy face." 

“Wha-? Who does that?! Those guys are gross. C'mon, 
tell me. Who is it?" 

"...Mr. Onozaka." 

“Wha-hah! That's crazy!" 

My shoulders trembled as I slammed the table in 
amusement. 

Director Onozaka was somewhat well-known as the 
Lewd 2D Barcode-Head' among his peers. His work 
computer had frozen one time, and when Hashimoto had 
gone to fix it, he found that it had been caused by a virus 
he'd downloaded by accessing a page titled 'You'll Cum to 
This! Top Anime Collection’. This incident, paired with his 
receding and sparse hairline, had earned him this new 
moniker. 

I'd heard about him making passes at many of the new 
employees, and it seemed like Mishima had become yet 
another one of his victims. 

“Makes sense. It was Barcode-Head, huh..." 

"Wai-... That's so mean, calling him 'Barcode-Head'!" 

Despite having said this, she giggled. 

"So what now? Are you admitting that you're just 


screwing around to get your bosses to like you?" 


My expression suddenly turned serious, and Mishima, 
clearly puzzled, shook her head emphatically. 

"Of course not. I don't care what they do at all." 

"Then so what? You can do your work, so just do it." 

"Oh yeah, I was meant to tell you before." 

Mishima tipped her glass once more and let out a quick 
snort. 

“What would someone do if they're already trying their 
best, but they have to work harder?" 

"...Hm?" 

I didn't understand what she was getting at. 

"They just work harder." 

"And what if they need to work even harder than that?" 

"Then they do just that." 

"Ahaha. But that'll kill them!" 

She flapped a hand toward me, then popped a piece of 
onion from the skewer. 

"Ih behuh you ulk ho hwe-" 

"I told you to finish eating first!" 

Half a smile crept onto my face as I pointed this out 
again, and Mishima hurriedly bit down on the onion. 

She swallowed it with a large gulp and exhaled. 

"Don't you think it's only people who don't always push 


too hard that can give their all when the time comes?" 


"There's always a fire lit under your ass at our 
company. You work there. You know that. Every day is busy, 
so it's always 'the right time' to work hard." 

"Whah? I don't think so at all." 

She let out an indignant snort, then lifted up her index 
finger. 

"I mean, if I weren't there, work would still get done, 
right?" 

“Yeah, but that's because you're a newbie." 

"Hmm, maybe, but still..." 

Mishima narrowed her eyes at my reply, then smiled 
playfully. 

"I think the work would still get done, even if you 
weren't there, Yoshida-sempai." 

"Wha-..." 

I wished I could argue back, but my mind was blank. 

Would our work go on, even if I were gone? I'd never 
thought about it before. 

To tell the truth, I felt like a lot of people at the office 
depended on me. I had a good track record for my five 
years there, and the projects I'd been involved in had, for 
the most part, brought in a profit for the company. 

It couldn't have gone on without me! I'd always 


believed that, as selfish as it was, but I never imagined that 


the very opposite could be true. 

“"Heh-heh. Well, I guess they would be in a tough spot 
without you, Yoshida-sempai." 

",..Yeah." 

"Still, as tough as it might be, I think they'd make do 
one way or another." 

Mishima nodded to herself in affirmation and 
continued. 

"So, what I mean to say is, I think there needs to be a 
standby available for all the workaholics in the office. 
Someone who can fill in when they've worn themselves 
down to the ground." 

",..Are you saying that's you?" 

"Exactly!" 

She made a peace sign with her right hand and gave 
me broad smile. 

In the face of such an innocent smile, I could do 
nothing but sigh. 

"As your boss, I still think you should try and get things 
done to the best of your ability..." 

"And I did that today, didn't I?" 

"Yeah, sure." 


I forced a smile as I drained my glass. 


I was never in the mood to lecture anybody when I was 
out drinking. At least I knew she could get the job done 
when she puts in the effort. That was good news to me. 

"You're really kind, y'know, Yoshida-sempai." 

"Huh?" 

I scrunched up my face at this compliment. 

"Tam?" 

“You are. You take the time to discipline me properly." 

She said, staring at me. 

"It must be tiring, always explaining things to someone 
so incapable." 

"If you know that, don't make me scold you." 

"Normally, if you don't understand something the first 
few times someone tells you, they label you as 'useless' and 
give up on you right away. Even the bosses who are kind to 
me usually just act that way because they want to reap the 
‘benefits' of me liking them." 

The more Mishima spoke, the more her usual light- 
hearted nature evolved into something entirely different. 

Philosophical and cool-headed. I never knew she had 
this side. 

“But you, Yoshida-sempai, you get angry at me, with all 
of your heart." 


“That's because you reeeally suck at learning." 


“Heh-heh! I'm blushing!" 

"That wasn't a compliment!" 

She giggled, then drained her glass as well. 

"Oh, excuse me! One more please." 

She handed both her and my glass to the server as she 
ordered another drink. 

"Still drinking?" 

"Aren't you?" 

"If you're drinking, I'll join ya." 

“"Heh-heh. Please do!" 

This girl could hold her liquor surprisingly well. 

I assumed she wasn't a big drinker, as she'd ordered 
cocktails. But seeing her order a second glass so soon after 
her first made me think she was reasonably confident in 
her alcohol tolerance. 

"Oh, carrying on where we left off..." 

Mishima said, fidgeting with her hair. 

“Um... Well, since we were on the subject..." 

She seemed a bit uneasy. What had come over her all of 
a sudden? Was she feeling off? 

I eyed Mishima questioningly, and she looked down at 
the floor, at an angle, her cheeks flushing. 

"IT don't wanna train under anyone if it's not you, 


Yoshida-sempai." 


"Oh, really...2" 

Why was she so shy about that? Her feeling bashful 
about it made me feel embarrassed as well. I wanted her to 
cut it out. 

"So! I'll only work hard when things are hard!" 

"No, you should always try your best!" 

I raised my voice at her, and she let out an amused 
giggle. 

I couldn't help but imagine she'd go back to her usual 
lackadaisical self from here on. 

But, well, even so... 

The server arrived with our second round, and I 
glanced Mishima's way as she lifted her glass to her lips. 

I thought it'd probably help to get to know her a little 
better now, rather than get irritated at her without knowing 
anything about her. 

I opened my mouth wide and took a giant, still-foamy 
quaff of the freshly-served beer. 

"Oh, that reminds me." 

Mishima opened her mouth to speak. 

"You've been shaving everyday lately, Yoshida-sempai." 

"Oh? What about it?" 

"Nothing. I just wondered if you started seeing 


someone." 


"Wha-...?" 

I furrowed my brow, and Mishima waved her hand in an 
emphatic gesture of denial. 

"No-no, it's just that you usually shaved about once 
every three days before, y'know? And now, all of a sudden, 
it's every day. I thought you might be shaving for a 
girlfriend or something!" 

“Have you been paying that much attention to my facial 
hair?" 

Mishima's face turned beet-red in response. 

"N-no, not at all! Don't say it like I have a fetish for 
beards!!" 

"Come on. I didn't say anything about you having a 
fetish." 

"You're always angry at me, so I've just happened to 
focus on that part of your face while you're yelling! I wasn't 
doing it in a weird way, I swear!" 

“How can you look at a beard in a 'weird way'?!" 

Mishima really does have a thing for beards, huh? 

I snorted and answered her. 

"No, I don't have a girlfriend. I was just rejected, 
actually." 

Mishima stared at me, dumbfounded, her mouth half- 


open. 


What was with that face? 

“You were rejected? By who?" 

"By Ms. Goto." 

"Ms. Goto?!" 

Mishima repeated, her voice extremely loud. 

A couple of salarymen, who were sitting next to us, 
glanced Mishima's way. She noticed them watching her and 
cleared her throat. 

",..50 that's the kind of woman you like?" 

"Is that so wrong?" 

"You like her BWOOM! SMOOSH! BADUNK! parts?" 

"That's right." 

“Huuuh..." 

Mishima narrowed her eyes and made a long face. It 
wasn't like it was any of her business what my type was, I 
thought. 

"In any case, she blew you off. You'll bounce back." 

"Shut up. I don't need your cheap sympathy." 

"Oh no, I'm not sympathizing with you at all." 

Her sour expression suddenly turned into a sweet grin. 

“Actually, I think I'm in luck!" 

"Huh?" 

As if to dodge the question, Mishima downed the rest of 


the contents of her glass with a great gulp. 


"Serveeer!" 

"Hey, no! That was way too fast!" 

“But I wanna drink more!" 

"Fine..." 

I told her I'd match her pace, so I couldn't stop drinking 
now. 

There's no going back now. I was pretty sure I had 
enough money in my wallet. I let out a sigh, then lifted my 


beer glass once more, speeding up my drinking. 


When Mishima mentioned the word '‘girlfriend', Sayu's 
face had briefly come to mind. 

The reason I'd started shaving my beard was because 
she'd told me to. 

I took another absent-minded gulp of my beer, and the 
thought left my mind as quickly as it had come. 

K 

"You're so laaaaate..." 

Sayu groaned as she flopped around on her futon. 

"Yeah, sorry." 

"I cooked dinner for yooouuu!" 

"I said I was sorry." 

It was an honest apology. 


When I arrived home, Sayu was in a terrible mood. 


Mishima was a heavy drinker. 

We stayed at the bar until she'd finally got her fill, and I 
matched her drinking pace for over two hours. 

When I could at last no longer keep up, I instead 
worked on finishing the remains of Mishima's drinking 
snacks. 

I had left work on time, but it was past 10pm when I 


eventually made it home. 


Sitting uptight on my knees, I watched Sayu, who 
jerked her face up towards me. 

",..Was it a woman?" 

",...Well, yeah, it was." 

An lazy subordinate from work, to be more precise. 

Sayu was the one who'd asked the question, but my 
reply left her looking vacant with shock, and after a 
momentary delay, she took a giant, audible breath through 
her nose. 

"“Guh! So you went out to it with some girl instead of 
eating my cooking!" 

"I told you, I'm sorry! And I really am!" 

"Did you have fun drinking with her?!" 


This kid was a real pain in the ass! 


Still, I obviously couldn't tell her that. The fact is, I had 
got her to cook dinner for me. 

While I sat there in silent anguish, Sayu began to 
tremble ever so slightly. 

My thoughts raced, trying to deduce what she was 
thinking, when she slapped a hand over her mouth. 

“Heh... Hee-hee..." 

It looked like she'd been messing with me the whole 
time. 

Sayu was struggling to hold back laughter. 

"Ahaha! Oh, this is so funny! C'mon, I'm not really 
angry." 

“What the hell... You were pranking me?" 

"You were just too silly, Mr. Yoshida, making all those 
apologies for yourself. Hee-hee!" 

She cackled and stood up. 

“But be sure to eat it for breakfast tomorrow." 

"Yeah! You got it." 

She sneered and flopped back down onto her futon 
again. 

"Still, you're not very drunk today, Mr. Yoshida." 

"I've got work tomorrow. Who gets drunk on a work 
night?" 


“But you were trashed on the night you met me." 


"I...was heartbroken that day, and I had paid time off 
the day after." 

I said, looking regretful, and Sayu snickered. 

“You liked her that much, huh?" 

"...Yeah, kinda." 

I nodded, and Sayu, with a big grin on her face, posed a 
question. 

“What part did you like about her?" 

What part... 

I said the first thing that came to mind. 

“Must've been her chest." 

“You're such an honest guy!" 

She began giggling again. 

I didn't know why she found it so funny. I was being 
extremely serious. 

No matter whether it was Sayu or Mishima, I couldn't 
stand women who wouldn't let me control the pace of the 


conversation. 
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